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Moses Gonzalez remembers the day vividly: January 28, 2021. That 
Thursday in Baystate Medical Center’s South Wing 5 he “awoke” 
after being on a ventilator and ECMO machine for 46 days. As he 
realized there was a physical therapist working with him to sit up in 
bed, he didn’t know where he was. Later a nurse came to the bedside, 
and while he didn’t recognize her face, “I remembered her voice,” 


Moses says. “I said to myself, ‘I know that voice!” 


On the day before Thanksgiving, 2020, Moses had a 103-degree fever 
and difficulty breathing. His wife Clara, who works as an Operations 
Associate on South Wing 5 at Baystate, brought him to Baystate’s 
Emergency Department, and he was subsequently diagnosed with 
COVID-19. “That was the day,” Clara says, “that our lives changed 


forever.” 


Moses didn’t have most of the risk factors typically associated with 
COVID-19, but unfortunately his condition deteriorated quickly. He 
was put on a ventilator and despite efforts from staff his respiratory 
status continued to decline. His care team made the decision to 


implant him with an ECMO to give his lungs a chance to rest. 


Extracorporeal membrane oxygenation (ECMO) 

With ECMO, blood is pumped outside of the body to a heart-lung 
machine that removes carbon dioxide and sends oxygen-filled blood 
back into the body. This high-risk procedure has been used at 
Baystate over the past five years, typically for patients with severe 
heart or lung issues, and with the advent of COVID-19, it serves as a 
last resort treatment for the most severely affected patients. 

In the past, ECMO treatment had to be constantly monitored by a 
perfusionist who is specially trained in the treatment. More recently a 
movement towards nurse-driven care meant that nurses could expertly 
care for Moses as well. Moses was implanted with an ECMO during 


the first week of December. 


“With ECMO, it’s really a team approach,” says Kimberly Grady, 
RN, nurse coordinator, HVCC/PCU. “Without any piece of the team, 
the patient can’t have success. Nurses, physicians, PCTs, 
Environmental Services staff and others were all involved in his 


care.” 


Patients receiving ECMO are often sedated during this time meant to 
rest and heal the lungs. Moses remembered thinking that 
Thanksgiving had passed; hopefully, he would back home in time for 


Christmas. 


Hope in the Dark 
Most patients are on ECMO for days or at the most, weeks. Day after 


day, the team, and Moses’ family, hoped for signs of improvement. 


“In these times, the staff is really not just caring for the patient, they 
are caring for the family, too,” says Clara. “Their encouragement 
would keep me going. They would help keep my hope alive when 
nothing seemed to be changing.” 

As they did with so many COVID-19 patients, Moses’ nurses would 
spend time with him at the bedside, playing his favorite music; 
talking to him even though he was unresponsive; holding a phone up 


to his ear so Clara and other loved ones could speak to him. 


The nurses would tell him, he learned later, that he was going to make 
it through this. They told him to keep breathing and keep fighting. 
That’s just what Moses did. 


The Tide Turns 

Christmas came and went, and then New Years’. Ever so slowly but 
surely, Moses’ lungs began to improve and he began to emerge from 
his sedated state, and on January 28, he found himself being propped 
up in bed. He was barely able to hold up his head. He’d lost 50 
pounds. But he was alive, and he was hearing the familiar voices of 
all those who’d cared for and talked to him over nearly two months. 
Somehow, he had heard them. 

“He brought us to tears,” says Kimberly. “It’s been such a hard year 
for so many of us. There have been so many patients we’ve cared for 
in the night and the next morning, they’re gone. Moses had become 


like family to us, and we were so elated to see him recovering.” 


Doctors told Moses he was most likely the sickest patient they’d ever 
had on ECMO. His recovery process would not be easy. He had to 
regain his strength. He had to learn to walk again. Simple tasks were 


no longer simple. 


He was transferred to South Wing 5, where Clara works, but staff 
from all over would pop in to see how he was doing. They had a new 


name for him: “Miracle Man.” 


“I could see the way my progress encouraged them,” Moses says, 


“and that inspired me to work harder. I wanted to do better to keep 


lifting their spirits.” 


In mid-February, after 78 days in the hospital, Moses was discharged 
from Baystate Medical Center to continue his recovery at a 
rehabilitation center. Today he is home, still working to build back 


his strength and endurance, and immensely grateful. 


“Just to be able to breathe, to use my five senses, I appreciate it all 
more now,” he says. “God gave me a second chance, and it was 
thanks to everyone who cared for me at Baystate. They were all 


phenomenal. 


“Now I can see my daughter grow up, and my wife and I can grow old 


together,” he continues. “I will always be so thankful for them all.” 


In photos are Moses with some of the many team members who cared 
for him. 


